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The strangeness of a minotaur working at a burger joint wasn’t lost on Helen, but she’d needed a summer job. If she’d applied herself, she probably could’ve found something better, but it was only a few months until she started college, so why bother?

Fortunately Mr. Whiteleaf had been pretty cool about it. He didn’t make her flip burgers, and he didn’t make her stand out on the curb with a sandwich board as she’d feared he might. She usually ran the register, and while some customers might give her funny looks before placing their orders, that was their problem, not hers.

Full-blown minotaurism was rare in this day and age. Last time she’d checked, there had been thirteen recorded cases in the last hundred years. All the others were male. The enchantment or curse or whatever you wanted to call it usually didn’t take with girls. Not all the way.

The last full female minotaur, Gladys Hoffman, aka Minotaur Minnie, had made a name for herself as a strongwoman touring with P. T. Barnum’s Traveling Museum, Menagerie, Caravan, and Hippodrome. Gladys had made the best of her circumstances, but that was 1880. The world was different now, and Helen had more options. Or so she liked to believe.

She was still a seven-foot girl with horns and hooves, dozens of case studies in various medical journals, and her very own Wikipedia page. But she’d learned to roll with the punches.

The family waiting to be rung up right now was giving her the Look. A lot of people didn’t know what to do with Helen, what category to throw her in. Civil rights had made a lot of progress for the orcs, ratlings, ogres, and other “monstrous” races. But minotaurs didn’t have numbers. There had been no protests, no sit-ins, no grand moment in history when the rest of the world saw them as anything other than anomalies, victims of lingering curses from the days of yore carried along rare family bloodlines.

The father squinted at her as if she were a traitor to her kind.

She didn’t even eat meat. Not that it was any of his business.

Helen rubbed her bracelet. She did that whenever she felt self-conscious. Jewelry wasn’t allowed on the job, but Mr. Whiteleaf had made an exception since hers was prescription to deal with her condition.

The little girl stared. Kids couldn’t help it.

“Are you a monster?” she asked.

Helen smiled. “No, sweetie. I’m just an Enchanted American.”

The mother pulled the girl away. Helen was going to say she didn’t mind, that kids were only curious, and that she preferred it when people talked to her directly about her condition rather than pretend they didn’t notice.

“I’m sorry,” said the father.

“It’s OK,” replied Helen. “Kids, huh?”

He placed his order. She rang him up, gave him back his change and his number.

“We’ll call you when your order is ready, sir,” she said with a forced smile. “Thank you for eating at Magic Burger. And we hope you have a magical day.”

Helen leaned against the counter, but she didn’t allow herself to slouch. Working the register was, from a fast-food perspective, a dignified job, but it also came with responsibilities. Mr. Whiteleaf didn’t expect much. Look as if she were happy to be there. Or, if not happy, at least not ready to clock out and go home.

“Helen.”

She jumped. Mr. Whiteleaf was like a ghost sometimes. The small, pale elf was past his prime by a few hundred years. Middle age wasn’t a pretty thing for elves, who went from tall, regal figures to short, potbellied creatures with astigmatism in a very short time. And then they were stuck with another six or seven centuries walking this earth as creaky old men with tufts of green hair growing out of their drooping ears. But Mr. Whiteleaf was a good boss.

If only he wouldn’t sneak up on her like that.

She craned her neck to peer down at him. As she was very tall and he was short, he only came to her lower abdomen.

“Hello, sir,” she said.

He adjusted his glasses. “Quitting time.”

She made a show of glancing at the clock on the wall, as if she had just noticed it and hadn’t been counting the minutes. “Yes, sir.”

Whiteleaf said, “I hate to trouble you, Helen, but would you mind working late tonight? I need some help giving the place a thorough cleaning. Word through the grapevine is that there’s a surprise health inspection tomorrow. It won’t be a problem, will it?”

“No,” she replied.

“Excellent. I’ll see you around ten thirty, then?”

“Sure thing, Mr. Whiteleaf.”

The sudden obligation left her with a ninety-minute block. It was just long enough to be inconvenient but not long enough to make it worth her while to go home, change out of her work clothes, goof off for a bit, then come back. She grabbed an expired salad (they were free) and went to the break room.

Troy was there. She liked him. He was easygoing, smart, handsome, physically gifted. These qualities should have made him annoying, but whereas most people with Troy’s gifts would’ve considered them a license for arrogance, he seemed to know how good he had it. He was always pleasant, always friendly and helpful. Nice to everyone. He was too good to be true, but with billions of people out there, there were bound to be one or two perfect ones.

Smiling, he nodded to her.

She nodded back. She wondered how many girls would go mad for a chance like this. One-on-one with Him. Him with a capital H, though not in a blasphemous way. Although there were whispers of demigod in his family tree.
         

Helen was never nervous around boys. One of the advantages of her condition was that she knew where she stood from the beginning. She liked to think of her figure as curvaceous. Like Marilyn Monroe’s. Except gentlemen preferred blondes, not brown fur with white speckles. She had yet to find a pair of heels that fit her hooves. Troy was tall, with wide shoulders. She was taller, with shoulders just a smidge wider. And then there was the whole cow-head thing.

In short, she avoided butterflies in her stomach by knowing she had absolutely no chance with Troy, especially since he was rarely single in the first place.

“Hey, did Mr. Whiteleaf ask you to work late too?” she asked.

Troy looked up from his book. “Didn’t mention it. Why? Does he need help?”

She sat, popped open the plastic salad container, and jammed her plastic fork at the wilted lettuce with little success. Either the fork needed to be sharper or the lettuce crisper.

“Guess not,” she said.

“Shoot.” (He didn’t swear either.) “I really could use the money.”

“Since when do you need money?” she asked. “I thought your parents were loaded.”

“I’m saving for a car. Dad won’t buy it for me because he says I need to learn responsibility.”

“Don’t you volunteer at the homeless shelter? And the senior center? And the animal shelter? And weren’t you valedictorian and prom king?”

“Dad thinks I can do better.”

“Well, if that’s what Dad says, who am I to argue? I can see now that you’re a young man in serious need of personal discipline.” She stuffed a few leaves and a cherry tomato in her mouth. “What’cha reading there?”

“T. S. Eliot,” he said.

That he read poetry was almost comical to Helen. It was as if he were trying to spontaneously ascend to some higher plane of perfect boyness, some sacred dimension birthed from the philosophical union of Aristotle and Tiger Beat editors.
         

He caught her smile.

“What? Don’t like him?”

“Haven’t read him,” she replied.

“You haven’t read him? One of the preeminent poets of the twentieth century, and you haven’t read him?”

“He isn’t that guy who doesn’t capitalize, is he?”

“That’s E. E. Cummings.”

“My mistake.”

He slid the book across the table. “Do you want to borrow my copy?”

She slid it back. “No, thanks.”

He pretended to gape.

“I don’t like poetry,” she said. “I know I’m supposed to because I’m a girl and all that. I tried. I really did. But outside of Dr. Seuss, it doesn’t do much for me.”

“I’ve always found The Lorax to be a little preachy.”
         

“‘Don’t burn the earth to the ground’ always struck me as more common sense than preachy,” she replied.

Troy chuckled. “Well, I’d love to stick around and chat about all the metaphorical implications of Hop on Pop with you, but I’ve got stuff to do.”
         

“Giving blood, saving kittens, running from throngs of adoring young ladies,” said Helen.

“I’ll have you know I only save kittens on the weekend. Later, Hel.”

He bounded from the room like Adonis in jeans. She was glad she hadn’t been born five thousand years before, when, instead of being friends, they would’ve probably had to fight to the death in an arena.

She tried reading the poetry book, but it didn’t do anything for her. She hid out in the break room, watching its tiny television, because she didn’t want to get stuck helping to lock up. Whiteleaf would get her when it was time to clean up. Or so she thought, but everything was quiet at eleven fifteen.

Helen poked her head into the kitchen. The lights were on, but it was all shut down. No sign of the other employees. Her hooves clomped on the tile. They seemed especially loud with the Magic Burger so quiet. The silence was eerie.

The tables and chairs in the dining area, the ones that weren’t bolted down, had been pushed to one side, and boxes of frozen hamburger patties sat in their place.

Whiteleaf spoke from behind her. “Hello, Helen.”

She jumped.

“Oh, hi, sir. Should those burgers be out like that?”

He smiled, adjusted his glasses. “They’ll be fine.”

“Are we cleaning the freezer?” she asked.

He held up a small wand with a chunk of blue stone on the end. “Stand over there.”

“By the meat?”

Whiteleaf frowned. “Damn it, this thing must be wearing out. It’s barely two hundred years old, but once the warranty expires…” He shook the wand until the barest hint of a glow flashed in its stone.

“Are you feeling OK, Mr. Whiteleaf?”

“Look at the wand,” he said. “Feel its power wash over your mind, numbing your will, robbing you of all resistance.”

Helen stepped back. “This is getting kind of weird. I think maybe I should go.”

He threw the wand aside. “Fine. We’ll do it the less subtle way.” He reached under the counter and removed a sword. She wasn’t familiar with weapons, but it looked like an ornate broadsword with runes carved in the blade. It didn’t glow, but it did sort of shimmer.

She didn’t freak out. An advantage of being taller and stronger than nearly everyone was that she’d developed confidence in her ability to handle physical violence. She’d never been in a fight precisely because she was bigger and stronger than everyone. If someone ever did attack her, she’d probably freeze. She wasn’t sword-proof. And the blade could do some damage in the right hands. But Whiteleaf was a frail little creature who was barely able to hold the weapon. He certainly couldn’t raise it above her knee, which meant he might be able to nick her shins, which would probably hurt but wouldn’t be particularly life-threatening.
         

“I’m very sorry about this, Helen.” His arms trembled, and he sounded exhausted already. “But when the Lost God manifests in this world, he must be offered a sacrifice. Preferably an innately magical virgin. And you’re the only one I could find who fit the—”

“What makes you think I’m a virgin?” she asked.

Whiteleaf lowered the blade. The tip scraped a gash in the tile floor.

“Ah, damn. Wait. You’re not a virgin?”

“I didn’t say that. I just asked why you thought I was one.”

“It’s just…I guess I just…assumed you were.”

“Why would you assume that?”

He chewed on his lip for a moment. “Well, you’re a very responsible young lady. It’s one of the things I respect about you.”

She glared. “It’s because of the way I look, isn’t it?”

Whiteleaf shook his head. “No, no. You’re a very attractive young lady. You are!”

She moved toward him. He lifted his sword a few inches off the floor.

“I don’t need this,” she said. “I quit.”

“You can’t quit,” he replied. “I need you. For the sacrifice.”

She removed her name tag and set it on the counter. “I’ve never gored anyone before, Mr. Whiteleaf. But in your case, I’m considering it.”

The Magic Burger’s lights flickered and a low, guttural cry echoed from the center of the room. The aroma of sizzling meat filled the restaurant as the boxes of hamburger patties burst into flames. The ground chuck collapsed in a mound of brown-and-pink cow flesh, and it formed a giant gnashing mouth.

“At last, at last!” shouted Whiteleaf. “He has returned to us!”

Helen studied the twisted meat deity.

“You worship a hamburger god?”

Whiteleaf sighed. “He is not a hamburger god. He is a god currently manifested in an avatar of flesh that just happens to be made up of, for convenience, hamburger. Now, we haven’t much time. So I’m going to need you to throw yourself into his jaws. I assure you it will be fast and quite painless.”

“No.”

“I’m afraid you don’t have a choice, Helen.” He advanced on her. “In my youth, I was a warrior to be reckoned with.”

She used one hand to push him down. He fell on his ass. His sword clattered to the ground. The noise drew the attention of the hamburger god. It probed the floor in their direction with its twisted limbs.

Helen immediately regretted knocking the old elf down. He was intent on sacrificing her, and that was a pretty lousy thing to do to a girl. But his lack of ability rendered him harmless, and she could’ve handled it better.

He struggled to stand. His knees weren’t very good, though, and it was painful to watch. “Please, you must do it. If the god isn’t given his sacrifice, he’ll never be able to focus and he’ll never give me the sacred command. I’ve waited too long to blow this opportunity.”

“I’m sorry, Mr. Whiteleaf. I’m not going to let a monster eat me for minimum wage.”

She moved to help him up. He slashed at her with a butcher knife he’d had hidden behind his back. The blade sliced across her forearm. The cut was shallow, but it triggered a rage within her. Perhaps it was the wound. Or perhaps it was something buried in her minotaur id, the collective memory of untold billions of bovine in pain and fear.

She seized him by the collar and lifted him in the air.

“Drop. The. Knife.”

He did. It clanked against the floor beside the broadsword.

“You crazy old man,” she said. “It would serve you right if I offered you to your own hamburger god.”

He trembled. His feet dangled limply. “It isn’t personal. It’s just that my god only appears once every three hundred years, and this is very important to me.”

The Lost God lurched slowly around the dining area. If this blind and clumsy thing was any indication of the gods of yore, no wonder they’d mostly been forgotten. It gnawed on the corner of a table.

The glass door swung open and Troy entered. It took only one glance for him to see something was wrong.

“Hel?”

She had yet to figure out how the god perceived the world, but there was something about Troy that drew its attention. The mound of meat squished its way in his direction.

“Troy, get out of here,” said Helen.

But it was too late. The god opened its mouth, and out shot a tongue of the same flesh. It wrapped around Troy’s leg and pulled him toward its jaws. Yelping, he latched onto a table bolted to the floor.

She didn’t think. She didn’t have time. She certainly hadn’t rehearsed this scenario in her mind. But by instinct she dropped Whiteleaf and grabbed the sword. A leaping blow chopped the tentacle. The god shrieked and leaned backward.

The meat coiled around Troy’s leg whipped and writhed. They pulled at it, and the greasy flesh broke apart in their hands. But it kept moving, crawling on their arms like living snot.

The god charged. Helen drove the sword into the monster’s lumpy body. The blade flashed and the thing recoiled. It sputtered and bubbled and squealed, swaying erratically through the room until it fell apart into a smoking pile in the middle of the room.

“What the hell was that?” asked Troy.

“A god of yore,” she replied. “But I think it’s dead now.”

Whiteleaf ran to his broken god’s corporeal remains. “What did you do? You destroyed it. Now I have to wait another three hundred years. Do you have any idea how annoying this is?” He stuck his hands in the hamburger, pulled them out, and scowled at the rancid meat. “You’re fired. Both of you.”

“I already quit,” said Helen.

Troy grabbed some napkins from a dispenser and cleaned the burger from his hands. “What the heck is going on here?”

“I’ll explain later. But we should probably call the police or something. I’m sure it’s against the law to sacrifice employees.”

Whiteleaf screamed as his not-quite-dead god grumbled. It surged up his arms and swallowed his torso. His short legs kicked as they were drawn into the mass. Whether or not Helen would’ve tried to save him given a chance was unimportant, because his god devoured him whole in a matter of seconds. He struggled within the fleshy thing. A limb would break the surface, only to be drawn back in. At one point his face appeared. Half the skin had been eaten away, and he screamed, his cries muffled by mouthfuls of ground beef, before vanishing within.

“Quick and painless, my ass,” said Helen.

“I think I’m going to throw up,” said Troy.

The Lost God sprouted a skull. Most likely Mr. Whiteleaf’s skull. Though the flesh had all been eaten away, the eyes remained. It turned those eyes on Helen and Troy, and its jaws parted.

“Ah, that hit the spot. Nothing like a little ritual sacrifice to get the juices flowing. Your god is pleased.”

“I’m afraid there’s been a mistake,” said Helen. “We aren’t your worshippers.”

The god scanned the room. “Well, you’re the only ones here. Someone summoned me, didn’t they?”

“Yes, sir. Someone did.”

“Where is this mortal that I might reward their loyalty?”

She hesitated to answer. If this god was a wrathful sort, he might not take the news well.

Thunder cracked as he impatiently waited for her response.

She said, “You sort of…well…you kind of…ate him.”

The god writhed. “Ah, damn. That is embarrassing. If I had cheeks, they’d be red right now.” He scanned the room. “Are you the only ones then?”

“Yes, sir,” said Helen.

“And neither of you worships me?”

“No, sir,” she replied.

A shudder ran through the god’s flesh. “Get banished for a few thousand years and the whole operation falls apart. Damn the gods and our petty feuds.”

“We’re terribly sorry for the mix-up,” said Troy, as they edged toward the door, “but we’ll just be on our way—”

“No need to apologize. Not your fault. But you can help me just the same. A couple of strong young mortal specimens.”

The god focused his gaze on them, and they were immobilized by his supernatural power.

“You’ll do.”
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The god asked them to sit. It was only a formality. Their bodies surrendered to his impulses.

“What do you want?” asked Helen.

“What does any banished god want? To return to my rightful place in the heavens above. You’re going to help me do that.”

“How?”

“A quest,” he replied.

Troy and Helen shared a glance.

“What?” asked the god. “Don’t tell me people don’t quest anymore.”

“It just seems a bit arbitrary,” said Helen. “You pop out of…wherever you popped out of…and give us a quest, just like that.”

“Of course it’s arbitrary,” said the god. “Quests are always arbitrary. Why does the knight have to slay the dragon to get his princess? Why does the magic knickknack have to be stored away in some faraway mountain? Why do gods and the Fates themselves ask mortals to undertake perilous missions and face impossible odds in the vague promise of fabled reward? Because that’s the way it is.”

“That’s your answer?” she said. “It’s stupid, but that’s the way it is?”

The god snarled. “I don’t make the rules. If you want me to smite you, I can just do that.”

Helen sighed. “No, I guess not. Go ahead.”

The god chuckled. “Look at it this way. You can still kill and terrorize. You’ll just be doing it in my service.”

Helen frowned. “I don’t kill and terrorize.”

He slunk back. “Really? But you’re a monster, aren’t you? A curse inflicted on the mortal world for its sins. A beast made to torment and bedevil.”

Helen scowled. Whatever transgression her ancestors had committed to earn their horns had been lost to history. If anyone in the family knew, he hadn’t told her. It was something they’d put behind them.

“Look, guy—” It seemed the wrong term, but she didn’t care. She would be damned if she’d allow this god to assume the worst about her simply because she had hooves and a tail. “We don’t do that anymore. Anyone with any sense will tell you that enchanteds were the terrorized, not the terrorizing, more often than not throughout history.

“Furthermore, judging someone by the size of their horns fell out of fashion a while ago. Just because you gods cursed my family line, it doesn’t give you a right to assume I’m a monster. I don’t know what my family did to deserve this. Maybe they committed some horrible crime. Maybe they just ate turkey on Tuesday or caught the attention of the gods on a bad day. Regardless, the way I look has nothing to do with anything I or anyone in my family for untold generations has done. So I’d appreciate it if you didn’t assume so.”

The god shrugged. “All right, all right. I didn’t mean to insult you.”

“But you managed to just the same.”

He slumped low. “You’re right. It was rude of me to make assumptions, but I’ve been away a long time.”

“Well, aren’t you a god?” asked Troy. “Shouldn’t you know these things?”

“It’s easier when you’re looking down from above. Like watching fish through a glass-bottomed boat. Although even that has its problems. Try keeping up with the politics of bacteria while studying them through a microscope and see how well you do. Also, have I mentioned I’ve been banished to a lower plane? I’ve been stuck watching you from beneath for the last thousand years. Aside from your taste in shoes, I’m not really up on much.”

Helen imagined the Lost God lurking, unseen, below her. She was glad she avoided dresses.

He must’ve read her face. Or possibly her mind.

“I was speaking metaphorically,” he said. “I have more important concerns than sneaking peeks at naughty bits. And, if I may be honest, I’ve always found those bits rather disconcerting.” The skull trembled. The mound of flesh shuddered. “If I’d had my way, we’d have stuck with asexual reproduction. But I was outvoted.”

He slunk close to Helen’s and Troy’s immobile bodies.

“But we’re getting off topic.” The face studied Troy. “You’re a fine specimen, aren’t you? Strong jaw. Good teeth. Nice hair. Sturdy, athletic body. Plus you’ve got that heroic glint in your eyes.”

Helen snorted. Owing to her enchanted nature, she was very good at it.

“Would you two like to be alone?”

The god clicked his teeth together. “I like you. You’ve got moxie. Those mortals who dare defy the gods are the ones who usually end up most useful to us. The sycophants, the toadies, they’re good for assembling a crowd, but at the end of the age, it’s the defiant souls who get things done.

“Not always to our liking, though. That’s the catch, isn’t it? This universe does so love making fools of mortal and immortal alike. It’s why the gods of irony rarely get invited to any of the cool parties.”

“Is there a point to this?” she asked.

Troy whispered, “It might not be a good idea to antagonize the skull god.”

The god chuckled. “I don’t mind. Really. The best champions are fearless, even in the dread presence of the gods themselves.”

“Up yours,” said Helen.

“Oh, now you’re just forcing it.”

A clap of thunder shook the restaurant.

The god shouted to the heavens, “Oh, shut up. I’m almost done here.”

Lightning struck the roof, causing the lights to flicker. In the moments of darkness, the god’s true form could be glimpsed around the edges, a shadow in the emptiness, a strange shape from the primordial beginnings of time. But it was only a reflection of a thing not meant for mortal eyes and not really what he looked like at all. Just as close as either mortal could grasp.

It looked like a turnip on legs to Helen. A dragon made of sausage links to Troy. Both viewpoints were closer to the truth than either knew, though not really close at all.

“Haven’t much time,” said the god. “The last time I stayed too long, they sent down a meteor strike. Thousands of mortals dead because the gods above couldn’t give me five more minutes. And I’m the bad guy.”

Thunder cracked.

“Yes, yes, I’m finishing up now.”

Grumbling, he slithered before Helen and Troy.

“Your quest is this. You must gather the relics and bring them to the place of power at the appointed time.”

“What kind of relics?” asked Troy.

“I’m not sure,” he replied.

“How many?” asked Helen.

“Somewhere between two and six, I think. Possibly seven. No more than eight, I feel confident in saying.”

“Where is the place of power?” asked Helen.

“I don’t know.”

“When’s the appointed time?” asked Helen.

The god rolled his eyes. “Soonish.”

“That’s a bit vague for a quest, isn’t it?” asked Troy.

“Heck, maybe we already did it,” said Helen with a smirk.

The god heaved a sigh. “It’s details. Just details. I don’t concern myself with them.”

“But how do we complete a quest we don’t even understand?”

“If I could give you a diagram, photographs, and sextant coordinates, I would. You still use sextants, right?”

They shook their heads.

“No matter. The more help I give you, the more the other gods are allowed to intervene on their end. Since I’m at a serious disadvantage, what with me being trapped in the lower dimensions and all, I can’t win the game that way. My best shot is to give you your quest, push you out into the world, and hope for the best. It’s bound to work one of these times.”

Helen said, “You’ve done this before?”

“Once or twice,” he replied. “Or nine or ten times.”

“What happened to the others?” asked Troy.

“You really should stop worrying about the details. It’ll only stress you. They failed. They died. Those are the terms of the quest. Either accomplish the task or perish. That reminds me…”

Both mortals felt a sharp sting on the back of their right hand. A swirling pattern burned itself into their flesh.

“There,” said the god. “You are now officially and irreversibly bound to your quest. Succeed and I shall reward you most bountifully.”

“A vague promise of fabled reward,” said Helen.

“You’re catching on. I like that. You’re a bright pair, I can see. So I’ll be straight with you. The big reward at the end of this quest is that you get to keep on living, which is exceptionally generous on my part. Fail and oblivion awaits.”

“You can’t just do this,” said Helen. “It has to be against some rule somewhere.”

“You could try appealing to the mercy of the gods,” said the leering skull, “but in my opinion, you’re better off on your own. In any case, it’s done.”

“What’s done?” asked Troy. “You haven’t told us what to do or how to do it.”

“Do you really want me to? Would you find it comforting if I told you that every action is planned and that I know exactly what I’m doing?”

They nodded.

“OK, then it is and I do.”

“You’re lying,” said Helen.

He laughed. “Moxie.”

Mr. Whiteleaf’s sword and wand floated in the air and hovered over the god. “Tell you what I’ll do. Since you seem like nice mortals in a bad situation, I’ll give you just a smidge of extra help. I’ll charge these items with magic power to help you on your quest.”

His eyes flashed, and the wand and sword flared with an inner light.

“It’s not much, but it’s the best I can do.”

The Magic Burger rattled as if it might shake apart.

“All right already. I’m leaving. Sorry, kids. No more time for questions.”

The mound of hamburger fell apart, and the skull bounced to a stop at their feet. The sword and wand clattered to the floor. Troy very carefully nudged the skull with his toe. The eyes fell out and rolled across the floor like marbles.

“What now?” he asked.

Thunder rumbled far, far in the distance.
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They called the police. Then they called their parents. Eventually, after much hullabaloo, Helen and Troy found themselves sitting in a sparsely decorated room with a table and four chairs. They were there for a little over an hour until a man in a gray suit entered.

He had the crisp suit and stone-faced demeanor of a government agent. Or rather the image of one television and movies had given Helen. But his tie was bright yellow, and his hair was a bit shaggy. And not in that pretending-to-be-messy way. It was actually messy. There was his soul patch and his wire-framed spectacles. It was as if someone had taken an all-business bureaucrat and a beatnik, and dropped them in a blender to create a not-entirely-convincing mix.

He smiled.

“Hi, kids. How’s it going?”

“Could be better,” replied Troy.

The man chuckled. “I’m sure it could be.” He took a seat across the table from them, loosened his tie, and removed his glasses, holding them between his long index fingers and delicate thumbs as if the spectacles might explode.

“Helen Nicolaides and Troy Kawakami, I presume.”

They nodded.

“Well, haven’t you two had an exciting night?” said the man. “My name is Waechter. Neil Waechter. National Questing Bureau.” He held up a badge. He didn’t flash it, but allowed them a good long look at it.

“What’s that?” asked Helen.

“Your tax dollars at work. We’re a small agency. Not very well-known. We were the ones to throw Hitler’s cursed ring into the fires of Mt. Heidelstein. We were the people who harvested and planted the last seed of the dying yax imix che tree to finally end the dust bowl. We found the magic arrow that ended General Sherman’s rampage before he could gather enough sacrifices to…well, perhaps I’ve said too much.” He smiled. “The point is that we take care of problems that arise that can’t be solved by politics, wars, or wishful thinking. We’re the people behind the pages of history.”

“You know about these, then?” Helen pointed to the mark burned into the back of her hand.

“Indeed I do. It’s a divine brand, a form of motivational magic a god might place upon a mortal. They can be fairly complex, but this one’s very simple. It marks you as compelled to complete a certain task. And if you don’t”—Waechter frowned, tapped his glasses against the table—“well, I’m afraid that’s the bad news.”

Helen rubbed her thumb across the back of her hand, hoping she could just brush off the mark. “Can’t you do something about that?”

Waechter sighed. “I wish I could, Miss Nicolaides. But this is some very potent magic here. If this were just something placed on you by a wizard, I have an ointment in my coat pocket that could erase it with a few drops. But this is divine, and divine magic trumps anything I have at my disposal. I’m sorry.”

“So what does this mean?” asked Troy. “Are you telling us we’re going to die?”

“I won’t lie to you. It’s a definite possibility.” Waechter leaned back in his chair. “I’m sorry. Perhaps that was a bit too honest.”

“Actually, I’m glad you just said it,” replied Helen.

“Me too,” said Troy. “No point in tiptoeing around it. But you said it was a possibility. Does that mean there’s a way to avoid it?”

Waechter smiled slightly. “There’s no guarantees, of course, but I’m authorized to help you out.”

“You mean you can help us with our quest,” said Helen.

He nodded. “You’re quick on the uptake.”

“You’re with the National Questing Bureau. We’ve been given a quest,” she said. “It’s obvious, isn’t it?”

“So it is.” Waechter leaned forward and steepled his fingers. “But there’s a certain procedure to these things. So before I can help you, I need you to commit to this course of action. Questing isn’t an easy business.”

“What choice do we have?” asked Troy.

“There is always a choice, Troy. Always. When most people are called to adventure, they elect to stay in their nice, ordinary lives. It’s not a judgment on their character. If questing were easy, everyone would be doing it.”

He removed some papers from his pocket, unfolded them neatly, and slid them across the table. He handed them each a ballpoint pen.

“I’ll need you to sign these.”

“I’m not signing anything until I talk to my mom,” said Helen.

“Nor should you. I’m not here to prevent you from speaking to anyone. But I find that it’s easiest to discuss these affairs directly and without a lot of unnecessary people around. They only confuse the matter, even if they are usually well-meaning. The point is that you have been called. You have taken the first steps into a new world, a realm of wonder and peril, where the laws of nature take a backseat to the rules of adventure.”

“We didn’t ask to be called,” she said.

“That’s a common occurrence. We’ve tried having trained questers in the NQB, but it never really worked out. Even if you put them in the right place at the right time, they never get picked. It’s always some poor sap who happens to be walking by, some unfortunate farm kid, a bank teller, a reluctant rogue. It’s never the guy or gal who should be saddled with the burden. It’s always the one you don’t expect.”

“If it’s always the one you least suspect,” asked Helen, “shouldn’t it sometimes end up being the one you suspect by virtue of not suspecting them?”

“Oh, that happens too,” he replied. “We have an agent who has undertaken fifteen separate quests. The hell of it is that never once was he on official NQB business when chosen for them. We keep him on the payroll and just leave him to his own devices. It seems to work better than anything else we tried. But he’s the exception, not the rule. Most of the time it’s people like you who end up called.”

“So what are these?” Helen asked. “Permission slips?”

Waechter shook his head. “You don’t need our permission to quest. It’s a free country, isn’t it? You are guaranteed the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of glory. It’s in the Constitution. These are just a formality. Signing them will grant you all the rights and privileges of a questing government agent for the duration of your adventure. I’m afraid our lawyers insist upon them.”

Troy asked, “If we sign these, we get to be secret agents?”

Waechter waggled his hand. “Of a sort. Yes.”

Troy grabbed his pen, but Helen covered his form with her hand. “You can’t just sign that.”

He grinned. “But come on, Hel. We’re talking secret agents here. That’s kind of awesome.”

She grinned back. “OK, that is kind of awesome. But we should still read it before signing it.”

It didn’t take long. The forms were only a page long and avoided extensive legalese.

“Do we get magic amulets?” asked Troy. “Or maybe a helmet of invisibility?”

“No helmets,” said Waechter, “but you do get travel expenses, questing permits, and decoder rings.”

“You’re kidding, right?” asked Helen.

“There are no decoder rings,” he admitted. “Budget cuts.”

Troy signed his form, but Helen was still reluctant.

“Secret agents, Hel,” he said. “When are we going to get this kind of chance again?”

Against her better judgment, she signed.

Waechter tucked the forms back into his pocket. He dropped two manila envelopes onto the table. “These are yours.”

They tore open the envelopes, finding their own National Questing Bureau IDs, credit cards, and Waechter’s business card.

Helen frowned. The ID used her driver’s license photo. The one where her nostrils seemed especially flared and her eyes were half-closed. And she should’ve polished her horns that day.

She wasn’t surprised Troy looked perfect in his.

“This is it?” she asked.

Waechter nodded. “For now. I’ll need to clear the sword and wand through our artifact division before returning them to you.”

“Those weren’t ours,” said Helen.

He stood, put his glasses back on. “They are now.”

“Wait a second. I thought you were going to help us complete our quest.”

“And I am.”

“But where’s the map? The directions?”

“Questing is not a video game. There are no walk-through guides, no maps, no checkpoints, no big X that says, ‘Slay giants here.’”

“Then what are we supposed to do?” asked Troy.

Waechter smiled. “There will be time for questions tomorrow. I suggest you pack for a trip and drop by my office around eleven. We’ll work out the details then.”

He exited before they could say anything else.

Helen noticed that Agent Waechter’s business card had an address printed on it. There was also the phrase “The answer is destiny” handwritten in pen.
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Nigel Skullgnasher’s midlife crisis hadn’t been much different from any other. He’d gotten a tattoo and some piercings, started working out, begun dressing inappropriately for his age, had his tusks sharpened. His wife had been tolerant of these new habits. Just as long as he didn’t try trading her in for a younger model, which he never would have done because, by orc tradition, divorce could come only after a duel to the death, and he wasn’t at all certain he could take her in a fight.

He wasn’t unhappy with his wife or his marriage. He just wanted to feel young again, to tap into his ancestral spirit, to feel the wind in his black hair, to ride as part of the horde, to plunder and pillage and be feared and respected. He ended up settling for the next best thing and joining a motorcycle club.

There wasn’t any pillaging. His Harley-Dragonson Twin Cam parked in the heated garage saw the open road only on the weekends.

But he traveled the open road in his nightly dreams, barreled down the endless highway where his hideous gods waited to reward anyone who could make the final journey across the broken plains where every orc soul met its final reward.

He brought his motorcycle to a sudden stop. The cloud of dust and sweet exhaust in his wake swept over him. He wiped the grime from his face, pulled off his obscured goggles, and used his tongue to loosen a fly stuck in his teeth, which he swallowed.

He’d reached the foot of the Gray Mountain. No orc ever saw the mountain and lived. So he must’ve been dead. He didn’t remember dying, but it was the only explanation. Perhaps in his sleep. He’d just gone in for his checkup and the doctor had mentioned it would be good to cut his cholesterol but hadn’t made it seem like a big deal.

He was most mad that he’d skipped dessert tonight. Death he could deal with. But it would’ve been nice to have a slice of cherry pie before bleaching under the Cruel Skies for eternity.

He opened the cooler beside the Mound of Unworthy Bones. The selection of beers was limited, but at least they were only slightly warm.

The ground rattled as a giant motorcycle came roaring down the mountain. It spewed clouds of screaming smoke and its wheels split the earth in its wake. It could’ve crushed Nigel without slowing down, and he half expected that. The gods of the orcs were a merciless lot. Even making it to the mountain didn’t earn you a place at their table. Not until one strangled the life from them with one’s bare hands did one earn that privilege.

The motorcycle came to a sudden stop, kicking up clouds of dust and smoke. When it cleared, the great god Grog stood before Nigel. Grog towered thirteen feet high and wore armor made out of thorns. Each of his five heads had a giant maw and one eye. His pale skin carried the scars of 1,003 battles with the other gods.

Nigel nodded to his ancient god. “’Sup?”

Grog said, “Not much. Toss me a brew, would you?”

Nigel threw a six-pack to his god.

Grog shoved it into his jaws, cans and all, and swallowed. “Thanks.”

“Another?”

“No thanks. I’m driving.” Grog cleared his throat and spat up a wad of acidic phlegm that burned its way into the ground. “Nigel Skullgnasher, you have been called.”

“Right.” Nigel chugged the last of his beer, tossed it onto a pile of cans and the bones of all the previous challengers. The pile was about twice as tall as the Gray Mountain.

“So how do we do this?” he asked. “Bare-knuckle? Axes? I have a tire iron. Or is that against the rules?”

Grog chuckled. “There are no rules.”

“Right. OK then, I’ll get the tire iron, if that’s OK with you.”

“Go ahead.”

Nigel found his weapon. He swung it a few times to get the feel for it. He knew he couldn’t win this fight. According to history, even the legendary orc warlord Rork Orabrork had only put a crack in Grog’s toenail before ending up on the unworthy mound, though that had earned his skull the honored position of the very summit, which was more than any orc could honestly hope for.

“Ready when you are,” said Grog.

Nigel charged and with a mighty roar he smacked the god across the armored shins. The air filled with a steady clang as he pounded on that one spot until his arms grew heavy. Only until he was thoroughly exhausted, until he could no longer hold the iron, did he fall to his knees. Wheezing, he wiped the sweat from his brow.

“How was that?” he asked. “Anything?”

Grog shrugged. “Not particularly impressive.”

“Go to hell.”

His god laughed. It was the closest thing he’d give to a nod of approval. “Get yourself together. Have another beer.”

“Another? I thought I was only allowed one.”

“That’s only if you were dead,” said Grog.

“I’m not?”

“Did I say you were?”

Nigel stood. He was still out of breath. “But the Gray Mountain…”

Grog spoke with a booming voice that knocked Nigel off his feet. “No orc may see it and live!”

Nigel sat up. “Yeah. That.”

“You’re still going to die. Just not tonight.”

Nigel stood, grabbed another beer from the cooler. “Then why have you appeared to me? No offense, but I didn’t think I’d have to see your ugly mug more than once before going on to oblivion.”

“Nor I yours, but I need you to kill someone for me.”

“Uh-huh.” Nigel took a drink, belched. “You do know I’m an accountant, right?”

“I was not aware of that,” admitted Grog.

“I’ve never killed anyone before.”

“It’s not that hard. Just find something sufficiently sharp or heavy and do what comes naturally.”

Nigel scoffed.

“What?” asked Grog.

“I don’t know if you’ve been paying attention or not, but I live in a more civilized age. Just because my ancestors were barbaric hordes that doesn’t mean I’m a natural-born killer. I think it’s a bit racist that you assume that.”

“That’s uncalled-for.”

“Isn’t it, though?” said Nigel. “You appear to me in a vision and demand I kill someone. Surely there must be more qualified souls for the job.”

“I am the greatest god of the orcs,” said Grog. “I work with what fate has given me.”

“I have to imagine there are one or two orc killers out there who you could appear to.”

Grog stomped the ground with his foot and the Gray Mountain rumbled. “Enough! I don’t have to explain myself to you. I am your god, whether we like it or not. I’m here to charge you with a holy mission. So shut the hell up and just accept it.”

“All right, all right. Don’t get your panties in a bunch. Although why me?”

“Because you have sworn the oath to serve me, have you not?”

Nigel said, “I don’t remember that.”

Grog cleared his throat. “‘I, Nigel Skullgnasher, vow to honor the spirit of the wilderness.’ Sound familiar?”

It did. It was the oath he’d taken when joining his motorcycle club. He hadn’t thought much of it at the time.

“So that counts?” he asked.

“Am I also not known as the Spirit of the Wilderness?”

“I don’t know. Are you?”

“I am.”

“I didn’t know that,” said Nigel.

“Still counts.”

It was Nigel’s own damned fault. Orc religion mostly involved ignoring the gods and having them ignore you in turn. But the hideous gods had a wealth of nicknames—mostly, Nigel suspected, for situations like this. Some he suspected were made up on the spot, but since there was no way to prove that, it was pointless to argue.

“Fine. Who am I killing?”

The sands swirled and formed into two statues of Helen and Troy.

“Wow. She’s a big ’un,” said Nigel. “And the human, he’s Asian. Does he know karate?”

Grog rolled his eyes. “You called me racist.”

“Hey, if this kid has a kung fu grip, it’s probably something I should know.”

“Your fear brings shame to your ancestors,” said Grog.

“My ancestors can kiss my ass. They didn’t have to figure out a way to kill someone after already using up all their personal days at the office. I have a performance review at the end of the month, by the way. Not that I expect you to care.”

“Good. Because I don’t.”

“So where do I find these two?” asked Nigel.

“You will be sent a seer, a guide to show you the way.”

“You can’t just give me their names and addresses?”

Grog said, “There are rules we must all follow.”

“I thought you said there were no rules.”

“I may have been exaggerating.” Grog mounted his monstrous motorcycle. “Be seeing you, Nigel.”

He revved his engine, and the screaming black smoke enveloped Nigel.

He snapped awake, and for a moment he thought it might all have been just an ordinary dream. Then the phone rang. He answered in the middle of the second ring. His wife stirred in the bed but didn’t wake.

It was Peggy Truthstalker from the club. She’d had the dream too and had been chosen to be his guide. After they both grumbled about the situation, he hung up and made plans to see her the next day.

The phone rang again. It was another club member. Nigel hadn’t been the only one called upon by Grog. The entire club had been charged with the mission. It seemed like overkill for two people, even if one of them was seven feet tall and the other might possibly know kung fu. But he was in no position to question anything.

After the fourth call he left the phone off the hook and crept up to his attic to find his grandfather’s old battle-ax. He wiped away some of the dust. His grandfather had killed over thirty Nazis with this ax during the war, and slain the last Axis ice dragon at the Battle of the Bulge. Nigel had the medals stashed somewhere.

He swung the ax a few times. Then sliced a steamer trunk in half with one stroke. Grinning, he picked at the pieces of frost along the edges of the cut. The enchantment from the dragon’s final breath still clung to the weapon. Though Nigel wasn’t keen on killing anyone, he was excited about getting a chance to break it out, to test himself in real battle and make his grandfather proud.

Although a minotaur and a kid probably weren’t up there with a dragon. But beggars couldn’t be choosers.

His wife shouted from below. “Nigel, what the hell are you doing up there at this time of night?”

He said something about hearing rats.

“We better call the exterminator tomorrow,” she shouted. “I don’t want those things chewing up my mother’s quilts.”

Nigel picked a thread clinging to the ax’s blade. The halved steamer trunk and its sheared quilted contents stared back at him.

“Ah, damn.”

“What’s that? Did you say something?”

Nigel set the ax down. “Nothing, dear.”
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